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Abstract 
The study of traumatic memories has generated considerable debate in recent decades 
due to their involvement in understanding the functioning of memory, its role in the 
assessment of clinical symptoms and because of the importance of traumatic memories 
in forensic settings. The aim of this study is to understand the causes that may help 
explain the controversy surrounding the traumatic memories. To do this the concept of 
trauma, the factors that can determine the memory and the accuracy of memories for 
trauma were analyzed. The revision leads us to the conclusion that there is a great 
variability when remembering a traumatic event. The difference depends on factors 
associated with trauma, and the characteristics of the person and context.  
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Introduction 
Memories for Trauma are defined as memories of events with negative valence 
and high emotional impact. 
A recent review [1
The impact of traumatic events have on people depends on different factors. But 
in any case, there are important individual differences that determine the 
phenomenological experience associated with the memory of the event experienced. In 
some cases, these events can lead to a post-traumatic stress disorder. This disorder is 
characterized by a tendency to re-experiencing (flashbacks, dreams or feeling 
reoccurring), avoidance (efforts to avoid thoughts, feelings, memories, places or people 
associated with the event) and hyperactivation (insomnia, irritability or outbursts of 
anger). 
] proposed that the controversy regarding the traumatic 
memories can be summarized in several key points: a) whether these memories are 
different from other types of autobiographical memories, b) if traumatic memories are 
more or less accurate than memories of nontraumatic events, and c) whether these 
memories can be completely forgotten and remembered long after. 
In the long term effects depend on the intensity of the trauma and vulnerability 
of the subject. Thus, trauma resulting from a traffic accident will not affect the victim in 
the same way that a trauma of an experience of continuous sexual abuse in childhood. 
For this reason, three key factors in response to a traumatic experience have been 
proposed: a) the negligent attachment experiences or other trauma in childhood, b) 
coping strategies, and c) social support to victims of trauma [2,3,4
 
].  
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The debate about the differential features of memories for trauma 
 
 
Several proposals on the differential features of traumatic memories can be 
distinguished: a) the proposals indicate that traumatic memories would differ from other 
autobiographical memories, and b) those who claim that both types of memories are 
similar. Then both proposals, and the main published research supporting these, will be 
developed. 
 
The specificity of memories for trauma 
Several studies show that traumatic memories have different characteristics than 
other reports on autobiographical events. In this framework, two different proposals 
have been identified: a) the memories of traumatic events are better than neutral 
memories and b) the memories of traumatic events are worse than neutral memories. 
Regarding the first proposal, different studies have highlighted the apparent 
superiority of the reports on traumatic events [5,6,7,8,9
In this direction, some research [
].According to these studies, 
victims of traumatic events feel they are able to recall these events as if they occur, 
pretending to be immune to deterioration caused by time delay. This type of memory 
has been called flashbulb memories. An event of this kind is, for example, the attack in 
New York on September 11, 2001, whose emotional impact leaves no doubt. When we 
remember that day and what we did before, during and after the attack is very likely we 
have the feeling that these facts have been deeply recorded in our memory, we 
remember what happened in a very vivid and in great detail. 
10] have shown that traumatic events are 
remembered better than non-traumatic events, three months later. Peace, Porter & 
Brinke [11] found, by comparing actual memories for sexual assault and for 
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nontraumatic events, that the former were more vivid, detailed and sensory than the 
latter. Thus, the traumatic events would be remembered better, more consistent over 
time, and could be characterized by a clear and accurate memory for central details of 
the event  [12,13
Against this proposal, some authors claim that these memories would be worse 
than memories for other autobiographical, because those can be recovered fragmented  
[
], although with little accuracy for irrelevant details, more also pointed 
to what happens with other autobiographical memories. 
14,15,16,17,18] and be difficult to express in narrative form, but can be associated 
with intense feelings (smelling, hearing, touch ...), and very visual [19,20,21]. Has even 
been proposed that these memories could be associated with episodes of amnesia, 
especially with extreme emotions, such as may elicit crimes of passion [22]. In any 
case, these episodes are usually associated with temporal amnesia of physical origin and 
intoxications by alcohol [23
Proposals on fragmented memories of traumatic events are supported also in 
experimental and clinical studies on post traumatic stress disorder [
]. 
24,25
 
], which 
symptoms related to the memory illustrate this type of fragmented memory. Some of 
these symptoms include forgetting some details of the event, and remember vivid and 
persistent aspects as flashbacks. 
One type of memories not so different 
A few authors [26] state that although there were differences in some aspects 
between traumatic and neutral autobiographical memories, these do not imply 
substantial differences in their features or deterioration. Several recent studies 
[27,28,29] seem to confirm these claims with different populations. In the first study, 
memories of traumatic events (deaths, assaults, separations, accidents, terrorist attacks 
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and other) were compared with memories of happy events (births, entertainment, 
weddings, work, reunions, etc.), using the Questionnaire on Phenomenological 
Characteristics of Autobiographical Memories, designed for this purpose. This study 
was conducted with Spanish population and were considered 120 memories. In general, 
results showed that memories of traumatic events compared with the memories of 
happy events were characterized as containing less sensory information, be more 
complex, more difficult to date, more intense feelings associated, with a better memory 
of thoughts associated in the time of its occurrence, more difficult to express verbally 
and with more recurrent thoughts about what happened. By contrast, no significant 
differences on spatial location of the event, vividness, definition, accessibility, 
fragmentation, vantage point, doubts about its occurrence, or tendency to talk about 
what happened. Thus, reports on traumatic events did not seem so different from reports 
on other autobiographical. 
 Why such different conclusions? One of the reasons for this disparity is that the 
issue under study varies from one study to another, ie if the trauma is defined by its 
psychological effects on victims, then the proposals of different memories are proposed. 
But if the focus of the definition of trauma rests on the intrinsic characteristics of the 
agents that cause these, then the proposals on similar memories arise. The truth is that 
from the beginning the trauma is defined not so much the fact itself as physical or 
psychological effects it has had on the victims. The trauma goes beyond the individual's 
ability to tolerate and process that generates emotions and disrupts a person's strategies 
to manage in their lives. An attack, a car accident or a tsunami can be traumatic or not, 
depending on the psychological effects it has unleashed. It can also be accepted that the 
three events are traumatic for the fact of being a threat to personal integrity. Regardless 
of where the focus is located, when analyzing the literature, the first thing we consider 
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is what conception of trauma accompanying them, because only then disparities in the 
study of traumatic memories can be understood.  
In any case, such as different views about the characteristics of traumatic 
memories, have raised the need for caution when generalizing conclusions on how to 
remember a traumatic event. It seems reasonable to conclude, in light of research that 
the same traumatic event can be remembered in a vivid and consistent, or conversely, it 
may be remembered fragmented, or not even be remembered. A better understanding of 
the influence factors could perhaps explain the differences between traumatic memories 
and autobiographical memories for neutral events. 
 
Factors which affect the characteristics of the memories 
The first factor to highlight is stress. This is indicated by those studies that point 
to their influence on memory [30,31]. Their relationship is complex, as traumatic 
stressful experiences can produce feelings of intense, vivid and persistent memories, 
while it produced significant impairment in attention span and memory. The experience 
of stress is not a function of the characteristics of trauma if not how each organism 
perceives and responds to traumatic stimulus. As every organism perceives and 
responds to stress depends on several factors, including prominently the temperament 
and attachment [32
In any case, the intensity of the emotion associated with the event and the degree 
of involvement of the victim appear to be important. Generally, the autobiographical 
]. Derived from the combination of both factors will have a capacity 
type or another to deploy coping strategies necessary for the organism responds to 
traumatic stimulus without seriously disturbing the equilibrium, and thus minimizing its 
effect on memory or attention. In a case of aggression, in an environment where there is 
a sensitive reaction, regulating and protective, probably minimize the traumatic effects. 
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events with significant emotional involvement are remembered more detail than routine 
events with low emotional involvement [33]. But this does not imply that all details are 
accurate remembered or memory generated is immune to the time delay. In a study 
conducted with Palestinian population of the Gaza Strip [34] the results showed to be 
the protagonist of the traumatic event leads to fragmented memories, more confusing 
ones, more intense feelings associated with, and reports more accessible, since they tend 
more re-experiencing and thinking about the events experienced, compared with the 
memories of individuals who witnessed the event and associated emotions which were 
less intense. In the same direction, the effect of involvement in the traumatic event on 
the accuracy of memories has been evaluated [35
 
], found that the degree, type (central 
vs. peripheral) and accuracy of the details recorded by the subjects was directly related 
involvement of the subject. 
Accuracy of traumatic memories 
It is very likely that some details of our autobiographical memories of traumatic 
events that we take for accurate have been "created" later [36,37]. Ost and colleagues 
[38] found in an experiment on memories of traumatic events, that 40% of subjects 
thought they saw fake scenes on the London bombings of 2005, which had been 
generated by researchers. In the same direction, there have been numerous studies on 
the memories about the terrorist attacks of 11-S in New York [39,40,41,42,43,44],  
showing interesting results essentially confirm the alteration of such reports over time. 
For example, Schmidt [45] found that the central facts are remembered with more 
consistency than the peripheral details, but the memories of this event contained many 
errors from improper reconstruction of events. More emotionally affected subjects 
showed a poorer memory and inconsistencies in the peripheral details that subjects less 
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affected. Any information that comes from estimates made by the subjects and not from 
their direct perception will be most likely to change over time. 
However, it is common to hear the victims of violent events that, for example, 
"The facts have impressed me so much, and I'll never forget it" . This is because most 
people think that the more violent is an event more impact, and therefore better will be 
after his memory. The reality is that it has proven how events that involve a greater 
degree of violence are remembered worse [46]. Clifford and Scott explained this effect 
indicating that the subject experiences more stress involves much more violent event, 
and stress adversely affects cognitive processes such as attention, perception and 
memory. Stress reduces the attentional resources available, which makes it difficult to 
process information in depth. Thus, subjects can process the most basic information in a 
pre-attentional way, but not properly integrate all this information after a full and 
accurate representation, resulting in illusory conjunctions. The subject may have all the 
pieces of the puzzle, but ride the wrong way, leading to an account of the facts different 
from what actually happened [47
 
]. 
Accessibility of traumatic memories 
It is sometimes said that the reports on traumatic events could be "repressed" or give 
rise to dissociative phenomena that create an inability to remember the events [48]. This 
type of psychogenic amnesia have been linked to post-traumatic stress disorder. Under 
these assumptions, the memory does not lose, but this would remain in the memory so 
inaccessible. Thus, much later, a similar event or the appropriate retrieval cues could 
make that memory back aware. These repressed memories before and now accessible 
have been called recovered memories. However, there has been no to verify the 
existence of such phenomena, as they are supposed more myth than reality. 
Manzanero, A.L. & Recio, M. (2012). El recuerdo de hechos traumáticos: exactitud, tipos y 
características. Cuadernos de Medicina Forense, 18(1), 19-25. doi:10.4321/S1135-76062012000100003 
 
9 
 
 
Against these proposals, some authors [49,50,51] state that traumatic memories are 
recalled more and better than neutral memories. In a study of memories about sexual 
abuse, Porter and Birt [52] find that these memories tend to remember more often than 
other autobiographical memories, and in the few cases where they find that such events 
have been forgotten (4.6% of total) was due more to a deliberate attempt not to 
remember that a repressed or dissociated memory. The key to explain this controversy 
could probably be that the existence of psychogenic amnesia is based primarily on the 
statements of victims and in clinical samples, without a study of the verisimilitude of 
such events and which sometimes confuses the inability or difficulty to talk about the 
event with forgetting. Similarly, we should not confuse the phenomenological 
experience that generates the memory with the memory itself. In any case, it seems that 
the memory of traumatic events is immune to deterioration and distortion due to the 
suggestion of false information [53
Regardless of the controversy about the existence of recovered memories should be 
noted that a thing is not wanting to remember and quite another to forget really. While 
many victims of a traumatic event try not to remember, the truth is that the accessibility 
of these memories does not seem to be compromised, but these people find it difficult to 
talk about what happened. This may explain why an event happened in childhood, long 
inaccessible, can be recovered spontaneously, when new retrieval cues. In any case, 
what is now recovered will be biased by new knowledge and experiences, leading to an 
interpretation of fact different from the original. 
].  
 
 
 
Manzanero, A.L. & Recio, M. (2012). El recuerdo de hechos traumáticos: exactitud, tipos y 
características. Cuadernos de Medicina Forense, 18(1), 19-25. doi:10.4321/S1135-76062012000100003 
 
10 
 
Conclusions 
In short, the debate on traumatic memories leads us to affirm that not all people 
remember traumatic events in the same way. Given a single traumatic event a 
percentage of the people involved have a memory of what happened in a very vivid 
throughout the years, another percentage will remember in a fragmented way, another 
one will have no differences in the way they remember about other events 
autobiographical, and, finally, some one may have problems in accessing some details 
of what happened. 
Similarly, differences can be found at the time to remember. There are also 
differences in the psychological, emotional and psychiatric disorders that can lead to 
traumatic experience. Thus, there will be victims of traumatic events that have an 
enormous capacity for resilience and get over the trauma without much effort, but there 
will be people who come to suffer PTSD that can take years or even a severe personality 
disorder. Research and clinical practice has shown that there are factors that will 
determine the psychological impact of trauma may lead the victim of a traumatic event. 
Surprisingly, unlike the clinical setting and experimental investigating individual 
differences in the impact of trauma, which nobody denies, and the factors that determine 
this impact, the study of traumatic memories not advocate more for studying the factors 
that mediate intersubjective and intrasubjective memories of a traumatic experience. 
Thus, more research will still be necessary to establish more specifically the differences 
between the memories of traumatic events and other events, and assess factors that 
might condition them (severity of the event, time elapsed, duration of the event, 
involvement, etc.).  
Finally, though no less important, when we move in forensic contexts, should be 
considered the work on the accuracy of traumatic memories, they warn that there is no 
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type of memory that is not susceptible to distortion, regardless of type of trace that is 
generated. Memory stores interpretations of reality, not reality itself, and try to recover 
information from a fact of childhood in an adult context, means reinterpreting the 
information then stored. Not remember it does not mean it did not happen, but 
remember it does not imply that happen. 
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